Gender differences in the perception of work-life balance by Doble, Niharika & Supriya, M. V.
Gender Differences in the
Perception of Work-Life Balance
niharika doble and m.v. supriya
Anna University, India
This paper addresses work-life balance across genders. Both men
and women reported experiencing work life imbalance. Organi-
sational efforts at providing a supportive work environment are
appreciated as they goes a long way towards enhancing work-
life balance. In the post liberalisation context, Indian organisa-
tions are trying to enable work life balance through initiatives in-
cluding flex times, part time work, provision of child care facili-
ties. These initiatives are quite similar to those that are provided
in other countries. No doubt, this is a promising trend. Yet, the
respondents in this sample have reported their inability to bal-
ance work and home. In the light of this observation, the paper
suggests the need to improve work life balance practices to en-
able employees to balance their lives. This will ensure a conge-
nial work place for employees and make work more meaningful
to them.
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Introduction
Chennai, the most traditional metropolis in India is seeing a sea
change in its values and beliefs. This city is currently booming with
employment opportunities mostly in the service sectors, more par-
ticularly in the it and bpo, offering jobs equally to men and women
(Pradhan and Abraham 2005; Varma and Sasikumar 2004). The
working groups are predominantly youngsters, but due to the in-
creased job opportunities people in middle age are also shifting into
these jobs (Sachitanand et al. 2007). These jobs often come with a
fair share of problems, such as work pressure, extended working
times, over arching goals, non supportive work environments etc
(Upadhya and Vasavi 2006). Consequently, employees report work
life pressures.
The current study attempts to ascertain gender differences, if any,
on the work life balance issues and is directed at narrowing the ex-
isting research gap in this context. Surprisingly, the literature review
did not reveal any study of this nature in India. Results of the study
may be useful to organisations designing gender specific measures
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to address work life imbalance, as expectations and coping styles ap-
pear to be different across genders (Baick and Drew 2006; Parker
2007).
Review of the Literature
The recent past is a witness to changes in work schedules. A larger
part of the it sector is hence moving from a standard eight-hour
a day to operating twenty four hours a day for seven days of the
week (Bharat 2008). Many employees need to work on Saturdays and
Sundays too. Moreover, there is a changing pattern in the working
hours which is quite different from the standard one, which normally
operates from 9 am to 5 pm (Bharat 2009). While some employees
work in the standard time some others need to be available for work
that normally starts early in the evening and continues well through
the night. Sometimes they need to even work beyond the normal
eight hours (Rai 2009).
Increasing workloads have pressurised employees to demonstrate
their commitment to work in more obvious ways (Ishaya and Ay-
man 2008). Consequently, a larger part of them have tended to be
present at their work place for longer periods of time, thereby reduc-
ing the time for which they are available at home. The internet and
mobile phones have made it possible for the organizations to keep
in constant touch with the employees both during the day and at
night (Morgan 2003). This has further intensified the work demands
on employees. Consequently, there are growing reports of stress and
work imbalance (Bhagwagar 2009).
To a large extent in the it sector, the employee is expected to be
engaged on the job almost at all times. So the traditional distinctions
between work-life and family-life have disappeared. Even during
selection of employees for an organization, emphasis is placed on
the attitudes the person exhibits, more particularly, whether the em-
ployee is flexible enough to be available for work at any time (Yasbek
2004).
Simultaneously, family life is also becoming more complex. The
extended family, even in India, is slowly disappearing (Patel 2005).
Small nuclear families have come to stay, where both the spouses go
to work. In addition, there are an increasing number of single parent
households due to increase in divorces (Amato et al. 2003). Although
this problem is not as serious in India as in the West, yet, it could be-
come a serious issue some time in the future. Participation by women
in employment continues to grow since the past decade. In spite of
more women going out to work, there has been little change in pat-
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terns of household responsibilities (Singh 2004). Women continue to
undertake the majority share of domestic chores, and child rearing.
These synchronous changes in working and family life result in a
need for employees to continuously attempt a balancing act. Quite
often the work intrudes on the family and social life, while at other
times family pressures affect the work performance (Fu and Shaffer
2001). Hyman et al. (2003) observed that organizational pressures,
combined with lack of work centrality, result in work intruding into
non-work areas of employees’ lives. Such intrusions often manifest
themselves differently depending on the type of work, extent of au-
tonomy and organizational support (Hyman et al. 2003; Atkinson and
Meager 1986). Fisher and Layte (2003) consider three distinct sets of
measures of work-life balance, viz. proportion of free time, the over-
lap of work and other dimensions of life, and the time spent with
other people. Several reviews have highlighted other issues such as
age, gender, life-cycle stage, ethnicity, citizenship, and childcare ar-
rangements which also merit attention (Wallace and Cousins 2004;
Jager 2001).
Jenkins (2000) observe that issues like child rearing, the need to
balance multiple roles etc. have consequences on health and fam-
ily relationships. Securely attached individuals experienced positive
spillover in both work and family (Summer and Knight 2001). These
are pointers that there are gender differences in coping with work-
family issues. Women still primarily take care of domestic tasks, ir-
respective of their employment status. So, many women employees
continue to face difficulties in balancing these two forces (Hyman
and Summers 2004). Work based support to women is positively as-
sociated with job satisfaction, organisational commitment and career
accomplishment (Marcinkus et al. 2007). The home working can lead
to greater flexibility and independence, but it can make people work
for longer periods of time, including weekends and evenings. Home
environment also plays a very important role in the quality of life.
Home working could be stressful, if young children have to be man-
aged (Valcour and Hunter 2005). Gender has an important effect on
home working (Gunkel 2007).
Both women and men prefer working in organisations that sup-
port work-life balance. Men appeared to benefit more than women
(Burke 2002). Men feel more satisfiedwhen they achievemore on the
job even at the cost of ignoring the family. On the other hand, women
stress that work and family are both equally important and both are
the sources of their satisfaction. For them the former is more im-
portant. When work does not permit women to take care of their
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family, they feel unhappy, disappointed and frustrated. They draw
tight boundaries between work and family and they do not like one
crossing the other (Burke 2002).
Valcour and Hunter (2005) premise that new trends like tele-
working attempt to address work-family issues. In India too there
is a rising trend towards tele-working (Morgan 2003).
These reviews highlight that there are work life balance issues that
need to be addressed. The work-life balance problem is fairly similar
across countries (Humphreys 2000). Most countries have put in place
some measures to address the work-life balance (Todd, 2004). How-
ever, there are differences in practices to address it (Lewis, Gambels,
and Rhona 2007). Reviews also indicate that the perception of work-
life balance is observed to be different across genders (Connell 2005;
Smithson and Stokoe 2005; Duxbury and Higgins 1991).
Methods
A questionnaire was designed to collect data on issues related to
work life balance. Variables in the questionnaire were selected based
on the studies published by Hyman et al. (Hyman et al. 2003; Hay-
man 2005). The questionnaire was distributed at work places and
the responses of employees were collected. A total of one hundred
and ten employees from the it sector responded to the survey. Con-
venience sampling was resorted to here since this is a preliminary
study.
Results and Discussion
The demographic profile of the sample is shown in table 1. The re-
spondents were predominantly men. Of the sample, 30% of the re-
spondents were less than 25 years, and 51% of them were between
26–35 years of age. More respondents were married (58%) than un-
married. About 44% of the respondents were parents with one or
more children. The majority of the respondents had 5–15 years of
experience (58%), followed by those with 5 years experience (34%).
perceived improvement in work life balance
Five factors that are considered to contribute to work life balance
are assessed. While three of these are work related, two are fam-
ily related factors. Work based factors are, flex time, option to work
part time and freedom to work from home. The family related fac-
tors considered in this survey are, availability of child care facility
and flexibility to take care of emergencies at home.
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table 1 Demographic profile of the respondents
Variable Number Percentage
Age
Less than 25 years 33 30
26–35 years 56 51
Above 36 years 21 19
Total 110 100
Gender
Male 71 65
Female 39 35
Total 110 100
Marital status
Married 64 58
Unmarried 46 42
Total 110 100
Parent
Yes 48 44
No 62 56
Total 110 100
Experience
Less than 5 years 37 34
5–15 years 63 58
Above 15 years 10 8
Total 110 100
There is a strong belief by both men (97%) and women (92%)
that those flexible working hours will enhance the work life bal-
ance. About 83% of men and 95% of women perceived that work life
balance would improve if they were able to work part time. Similar
views were expressed in the case of freedom to work from home,
namely 87% of men and 84% of women favoured it. More women
(89%) felt more strongly than men (75%) that there should be an op-
tion to take care of emergencies at home, while 76% men and 92%
women felt that child care facilities must be available as they be-
lieved that these will improve the work life balance. Table 2 shows
the differences in perceived improvement in work life balance across
genders.
Women, more than men see options such as part time work, avail-
ability of child care facility and flexibility to meet emergencies at
home, will improve their work life balance. The Chi square test indi-
cates that there is a significant association between these variables
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table 2 Perceived improvement in work life balance
Variable Men Women χ2 Sig.
Flexible time Yes 70 35 1.50 ns
No 2 3
Option to work part time Yes 60 36 2.91 p< 0.05*
No 12 2
Option to work from home Yes 63 32 0.20 ns
No 9 6
Availability of child care facility Yes 55 35 4.13 p< 0.05*
No 17 3
Flexibility to meet emergencies at home Yes 54 34 3.25 p< 0.05*
No 18 4
notes *Significant at 95% confidence level, degrees of freedom = 1. ns – not signif-
icant.
table 3 Perceived adverse impact of work
Variable Men Women χ2 Sig.
Health Yes 39 17 0.88 ns
No 33 21
Sleep Yes 23 17 1.75 ns
No 49 21
Exhaustion Yes 38 13 2.20 ns
No 34 25
notes ns – not significant.
and gender. Hyman et al (2003) observed that employees world wide
with access to family friendly arrangements often report greater sat-
isfaction in their jobs. This is because such measures were found to
improve the work life balance (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Lewis
2000). The results of the current study are in tune with those re-
ported.
perceived adverse impact of work
Three factors were identified and analysed in order to understand
the adverse impact of work. About 54% of men and 43% of women
felt that the work affected their health. About 32% of men and 43%
of women felt that the work affected their sleep. About 52% of men
and 34% of women reported exhaustion due to work. Table 3 shows
the results pertaining to the analysis across genders.
From the table it can be observed that there is no significant asso-
ciation between the genders and the perceived adverse impact of
work. It can be concluded that both genders perceived that their
336 management · volume 5
Gender Differences in the Perception of Work-Life Balance
table 4 Spill over of work into family life
Variable Men Women χ2 Sig.
Reduced time with the family Yes 53 25 0.74 ns
No 19 13
No clear leisure time Yes 39 18 0.50 ns
No 33 20
Recurring thoughts of work Yes 28 19 0.26 ns
No 44 19
Decrease in quality of family life Yes 40 19 0.58 ns
No 32 19
notes ns – not significant.
health and their physical well being is affected because of their work.
The Chi square results indicate that these perceptions are indepen-
dent of gender. The results confirm the findings of Hyman et al.
(2003).
spill over of work into family life
Four factors were identified and analysed to understand the spill
over of work into family life. About 73% of men and 52% of women
admit that they are not able to spend enough time with their families
due to work related activities. About 54% of men and 47% of women
believe that they have no clear leisure time since work overlaps into
this period. Moreover, 38% of men and 50% of women have recurring
thoughts of work, even after they leave their place of work. Surpris-
ingly, 55% of men and 50% of women feel that work pressures have
affected the quality of family life.
Work-family conflicts leading to health issues have been discussed
by several researchers (Grandey and Cropanzano 1999; Polanyi and
Tompa 2004). Table 4 lists the results pertaining to the analysis
across genders.
The majority of men and women (without any gender differences)
admit that they are not able to spend enough time with their fam-
ily. Also both the genders observe that the boundary between work
and leisure is blurred, which concurs with the findings of others
(Moen and Yu, 2000). There is an increased pressure due to recur-
ring thoughts of work. Women admit more than men that the quality
of their home life is affected. The Chi square results however indi-
cate that there is no significant association between these variables
and gender, implying that both genders believe that there is a nega-
tive spillover from work on to family life.
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table 5 Supportive work environment
Variable Men Women χ2 Sig.
Support from colleagues Yes 43 27 1.38 ns
No 29 11
Support from boss Yes 39 24 0.36 ns
No 33 14
notes ns – not significant.
supportive work environment
Two forms of supportive work environment are assessed, viz. sup-
port from boss and support from team members and colleagues. A
supportive environment is instrumental in reducing work life con-
flict. Many of the respondents admit that they get support from their
team members (60% male and 71% women) at the work place. 54%
of the men and 63% of women acknowledge the support from their
boss. Table 5 shows the results of the analysis.
The Chi square test shows that the impact of a supportive work en-
vironment is independent of gender, thereby indicating that a sup-
portive work environment reduces work life imbalance across gen-
ders.
Contribution
Our findings suggest that both men and women have a strong belief
that flexible working hours will enhance the work life balance. This
is consistent with the previous studies (Tausig and Fenwick, 2001).
Home working was also another factor which was preferred by both
men and women and it was believed that it would enhance work
life balance. This observation supports the findings of Felstead et al.
(2006). Women felt that child care facilities should be available in
working places to ensure work life balance. This is consistent with
the findings of Hogarth et al. (2000). Work has an adverse effect on
both men and women, as it affects their health and even their sleep.
The findings were consistent with the previous studies (Harrington
2001).
The spillover of work into family life showed that both men and
women did not have enough time to spend with their families and
moreover work pressures affected quality the of family life. These
findings are consistent with previous studies (Pocock and Clarke
2005; Greenhaus 2003). Both genders opined that a supportive work
environment is helpful in achieving work life balance, which is con-
sistent with the previous findings (Laursen 2005).
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Conclusions
This survey brings out some of the issues related to work life balance
in the Indian context. The study indicates that work life balance is-
sues here are quite similar to those in theWest. While most countries
in the developed world have put in place family friendly work prac-
tices (Moen and Yu 2000; Dougherty and West 2000), the same is yet
to be seen in good measure in India.
With the increase in number of dual career couples, it is but nat-
ural that such practices must be adopted here too, as they would go
a long way towards improving productivity and enhancing quality
of work and family life. Flex time, home working, child care facili-
ties and the option to work part time are facilities that need to be
introduced. Building a supportive work environment is yet another
important initiative to be addressed.
The study relies on the responses of the sample employees. The
results of the study are affected by these responses and are subject to
varying in a bigger or different sample. These limitations need to be
addressed in future studies. Future research must focus on a wider
sample in order to get more generalized results. Moreover, it must
be directed at understanding individual differences so that employee
specific initiatives to improve work life balance could be initiated by
organizations
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